Prevalence and characteristics of breakthrough pain in patients with head and neck cancer: a cross-sectional study.
Approximately one half to two thirds of patients with cancer-related pain experience breakthrough pain (BTP) in their daily activities. This is the first report to determine the prevalence and characteristics of BTP experienced by patients with head and neck cancer. This was a prospective cross-sectional study conducted in patients with head and neck cancer on stable doses of opioid (morphine) for at least 1 week. This study was designed as a cross-sectional study using a series of breakthrough pain questionnaires (BPQ). Prevalence of BTP in our study was 48% (average of 3.85 episodes per day) of which more than 50% of episodes were of gradual onset but with severe intensity. Incident pain was predominate (50%) followed by spontaneous (25%) and end of dose failure (20%) and in 5% the nature of pain was unknown or mixed. Unlike other studies the onset of BTP in this present study with head and neck cancer was more gradual and lasted longer than 30 minutes. Patients with head and neck cancer do suffer a lot because of the high incidence of BTP (48%). The majority of patients suffering from BTP are not satisfied at all with the measures taken for their BTP. The majority of patients in India have head and neck cancer; we must approach this matter as a challenge and new technique and therapy should be introduced for the benefit of these patients.